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‘Sophisticated Lady’ 


By Shifra Stein 
Entertainment Editor 
Perched on a piano, her long, red hair 
flowing to her shoulders, Kay Dennis is the 


picture of a cabaret chanteuse. Accompanied ° 


only by a pianist, hers is an understated, inti- 





Kay Dennis in the early 1970s 


mate performance that is a bit different from 
the days when she sang in Kansas City clubs 
in a miniskirt, clutching a microphone in a 
death-grip and singing ‘‘Going Out of My 
Head”’ for all it was worth. 


Coming from a devoted following in Los 
Angeles, where the former Kansas City vocal- 
ist now makes her home, Ms. Dennis is 
appearing in Crown Center Hotel’s Signboard 
Bar now through March 4. Those who recall 
her singing at the Colohy Steak House on 
Broadway and at the Hilton Inn, downtown, 


“ may be surprised at Ms. Dennis’ new image. 


At each table in the Signboard Bar is a 
program selection, and she encourages mem- 
bers of the audience to choose a favorite song 
from the list that includes everything from 
the Eagles hit, ‘‘Desperado,”’ to Duke Elling- 
ton’s ‘‘Sophisticated Lady.” ; 


- Cool and sophisticated herself, Ms. 
Dennis has clearly improved from her earlier 
years. She allows no skimping on the upper 
registers, fleshing out the thin edges of her 
songs with full tones that indicate a surpris- 


ing, though not remarkable, vocal range. 


During the first set, she had what I call 
“singer’s paranoia,” a disease that afflicts 
vocalists who perform in cocktail lounges. 
Nervous at first, they often have a tendency to 
overact, overstate, over-emote and talk too 
much . about inconsequential things before 
each number. 


The cocktail-lounge audience, on the oth- 
er hand, is usually so busy talking among 
themselves that a singer has to force conver- 
sation in order to gain their attention. As a 
veteran of many club acts, Ms. Dennis can 
patter with the best of them, but it was only 
after she warmed up a bit, that she let some 
real honesty shine through. 


She would often introduce her numbers 
with humor, explaining a bit of the back- 
ground and their personal meaning for her. 


“T recall Ginger Rogers singing this song, 
standing next to an elegant grand piano,”’ she 
said of the George and Ira Gershwin tune, 
“They All Laughed.”’ ‘‘Well, I’m going to sing 
it now, sitting on top of an elegant piano.” 


Ms. Dennis talked about the term ‘‘girl 
singer,’’ with some distaste, saying that it has 
too long been synonymous with parts of a 
woman’s anatomy. 


“I can remember my first singing job, 
where the bandleader told me that he hoped 
I'd have some tight clothes that fit the girl 
singer image,’’ she told the crowd. ‘‘But to- 
day, there are a lot of singers that are much 
more than showgirls. 


After paying homage to a few of her fa- 
vorite ladies, Ms. Dennis continued her ‘set 


with the Melissa Manchester pet ome In 


From the Rain,” 
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As the evening progressed; foe ens 


more spontaneous, showing remarkably good 


phrasing as she went from soft, subtle ‘shad- 
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ings to clear, bell-like tones. Her rendition of 
the Billy Strayhorn tune, “Lush Life,’’ was 
impressive. 


I figure if a singer can get through this 
maze of augmented and diminished chords 
tied together with tricky little runs, and stay 
in tune all the way, she has got to know what 
she is doing. Ms. Dennis floated through the 
number effortlessly. 


She also evoked long, lonely, lovely, long- 
ing, lilting ( I ran out of l’s) memories of 
Robert Redford and his singing lady friend 
with the curly hair on “‘The Way We Were.” 


Between sets we talked. Ms. Dennis said 
that she would be 35 this June, but her looks 
still say 25. 


She was born in Unionville, Mo., and 
moved to Kansas City, where she started per- 
forming as a child. She was Marilyn Maye’s 
replacement at the Colony in 1966, later sing- 
ing at the Hilton Inn and the miaeciree with 
the Mike Ning trio. 


“I wanted to be a star,’’ Ms. Dennis ad- 


mitted. ‘‘I knew that in order to be one, I'd. <i) 
have to go where the show biz is,’ 


t 





“$0 in 1971 she moved to Hollywood with ; 
David Robinson, a radio announcer and her 
husband of 11 years. She has no sree pur 


* owns two neurotic cats. 





_Kay Dennis now, at the Signboard Bar 


* 


In Hollywood she gave a noted perfor- 
mance at the ““ETC’’ Dinnerhouse. She was a 
guest star with Bob Hope, and made herself a 
singing home base at the Continental Hyatt 
House on Sunset Strip. She lives down the 
street from Harriet Nelson (of Ozzie and Har- 
riet fame) and has ‘‘dear friends” like Sylves- 
ter Stallone, the actor. 


After basking in the sunshine of Holly- 
wood a bit too long, Ms. Dennis got burned by 
some promoters and producers and changed 
her mind about being a star. : 


“In Kansas City I was always in control of 
my career decisions. When I came to Holly- 
wood, I was told that in order to be a star, I 
would have to relinquish all decisions to 
somebody else. It takes a strong person, a 
superstar, like Streisand to take control of 


(Staff photo by William H. Batson) 
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their own lives out here. Of course people put 


them down for it. 


“J don’t think’ I want to appeal to the 
masses. They are so fickle. One day you’re in, 
and the next day you’re out. I’d rather keep on 
singing what I enjoy—and I’m about ready to 
take a shot at jazz.” ~ 


Now handled by the agent who also han- 
dles artists like George Benson, Ms. Dennis 
intends to-sing some jazz at the Baked Potato, 
a club in Los Angeles. After she leaves Crown 
Center, she’ll open at the Hyatt House. 


Right now, she figures, if stardom comes 
that will be great. If not, she’ll still be happy. 


“The world is fabulous,’’ she said with 


characteristic enthusiasm. ‘‘I want to stick 


around for a while. I’m having a ball.” 
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. Kay Dennis at the Playboy Club 
with n Elliott Trio. Miss 
Dennis, vocals; Elliott, piano; 
Tommy Ruskin, drums; Bob 
Branstetter, bass; and Pat Mat- 
heny, guitar. 


By Melvin D. Lewis 
. A Member of The Star’s Staff 
Happiness is coming back to 
Kansas City, and the joy of be- 
ing home was obvious in Kay 
Dennis’s opening performance 
~ last night at the Playboy Club. 


Kay began a 2-week engage- 
ment at the club before an en- 
thusiastic audience of friends 
who brought friends, just plain 
music lovers, and those out for 
a night on the town. 


“It’s so nice to be home 
again, ‘‘where a person can re- 
ally breathe after being in that 
mass of humanity in Los Ange- 

- Jes,” Kay said. 


In the months since she has 
been gone, Kay has developed 
her singing style. She still has 
that breathy, intimate quality, 
but there is more of a feeling of 
letting herself go and moving 
out from under the shadow of 
Marilyn Maye. 


Kay is doing her own thing 
and it shows in her phrasing, 
voice control and projection. 
And one of the best things is 
that one can understand . the 
words she sings. 


There is something else, too. 
Kay has effectively dispensed 
with many of the affectations 
and mannerisms she displayed 
before she left Kansas City. 


Kay’s is not a big, boisterous 
voice a la Merman, but it has 
power that fits the mood of the 
song. For example, on ‘‘Can’t 








Help Loving That Man .of 
Mine,”’ there was> a controlled 
vibrancy that projected the em- 
otion of a woman truly in love. 


Her voice flowed easily into a 
key change when she moved 
into the outgoing chorus still re- 
taining the intimacy and soft- 
ness that the song requires. 


Ballads may be Kay’s forte, | 
but she can swing, too, and if 
necessary, let a touch of the 
blues get into her act. This was 
evident on ‘“Eli’s A-Comtin’,”’ 
that started off with an Afro-Cu- 
ban, beat; then moved into a 
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KAY DENNIS, with quintet (Richard 
Person, trumpet, flugethorn, piano; Don 
Hatfield, flute and reeds; Julio Mar- 
tinez, guitar; Rusty Cope, Fender bass; |. 
Skippy Switzer, drums). At the Land- 
mark, Union Station. 


By John Haskins 


Music ‘Editor 

Kay Dennis, after two years 
of residence in Los Angeles, had 
a home-coming at the Land- 
mark jast night, singing to al, 
comfortably filled house in the 
room she opened just before she 
left for the West Coast. 3 

That West Coast experience, 
where she is a regular attrac- |: 
tion in a club called Cabaret, ! 
has been good for her. It has re- 
‘fined her style, increased her| 
range, and made her a better 
entertainer than she was when}. 
she left Kansas City. She has an 
accomplished mike technique, 
she pours herself into a song 








blues progression spurred by 


Elliott’s piano. 


Incidentally, maybe the group 
should be called the John. Elliott 
Trio plus One. They were joined 
last night by a talented young 
guitarist, Pat Matheny, a high 
school senior from Lee’s Sum- 
mit. 


The combo plays tastefully 
behind Kay, never overpower- 
ing, always allowing her to lead 
the way. ; 


Kay began to work on her act 
in September with Jack Smal- 
ley, an arranger who has 
worked with Robert Goulet and 
Dusty Springfield. She said that 
when they felt she was ready to 
move, she played a week’s en- 
gagement at Ye Little Club in- 
Beverly Hills, Calif., before 
coming to Kansas City. Before 
that she just rested. 


But now she’s back in Kansas 
City. And her fans are glad she 
didn’t become a secretary or a 
schoolteacher, thoughts that en- 
tered her mind years ago. 


(but she always did that), and} 
she listens to what the room : 
sends back to her (a compara-|: 
tive rarity in these times). ; 
Much of her material on this 
occasion was special arrange- 
ments of special tunes, and be-|' 
hind her was the best group she|’ 
has had in recent memory. | 
There were familiar songs in!: 
her repertory (’’Can’t Help Lo-|, 
vin’ That Man of Mine” and} 
“Sophisticated Lady’), but 
mostly it was special material. 
| The first set ran an hour and 
|15 minutes, long but never dull, 
and it had many felicities to! 
commend it. One of these was a! 
set-within-a-set with guitarist 
Julio Martinez, a nice, intimate, 
torchy sequence and a high spot 
in the evening. . 
She will be doing business at 
that stand for the next two’ 
weeks, Tuesday through Sun- 
day. The first set normally be- 
gins at 9 o’clock (last night was, 
a little late beginning because it| 
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